Scholarly Understanding and National Traits: a Letter from Theodor Mommsen to Sir William Robertson Nicoll by Zucchetti E
  
1 
 
Emilio Zucchetti 
Newcastle University 
e.zucchetti2@ncl.ac.uk 
SCHOLARLY UNDERSTANDING AND NATIONAL TRAITS: 
A LETTER FROM THEODOR MOMMSEN TO SIR WILLIAM ROBERTSON NICOLL*
In July 1893, Theodor Mommsen published a short article about the relationship between the early 
Church and the Roman empire, fashioned as an epistolary communication in a Scottish monthly 
journal, The Expositor.2 The Expositor may be considered a peculiar publishing venue for the 
contribution of a scholar like Mommsen. It was read mainly by members of the clergy and leaders of 
a variety of churches in Scotland but by the 1890s was increasingly seen as a scholarly outlet, 
especially after James Hasting started to issue The Expository Times (from 1889 onwards) whose 
broader readership also included lay preachers.3 At first glance, Mommsen’s contribution is a unicum 
of unclear origins since there are no other known connections between Sir William Robertson Nicoll 
(editor of The Expositor and The British Weekly from 1884 until his death in 1923) and the German 
scholar.4 The opening lines of the article ‘Christianity in the Roman Empire. A letter to the Editor’ 
run as follows:  
DEAR SIR,- You have asked my opinion about the relation between the Christian 
Church and the Roman government of the pagan epoch, and especially about the 
development of the hostility between the two powers – questions never out of 
debate, and recently treated carefully and skilfully by my friend Professor Ramsay 
in his interesting lectures on ‘the Church and Roman Empire before A.D. 170’. 
                                                     
* This research was supported by Newcastle University and the Northern Bridge Doctoral Training Partnership; many 
thanks to the University of Aberdeen and particularly to the staff of the Special Collections Centre, Sir Duncan Rice 
Library, for their kindness in facilitating my archival research. I wish to express my sincere gratitude to LORENZO 
CALVELLI and GIANLUCA FOSCHI for their help with some troublesome readings in the letter, and FEDERICO 
SANTANGELO for his comments on an earlier version of this paper. All remaining errors are, of course, my own.    
2 T. MOMMSEN, Christianity in the Roman Empire. A letter to the editor, «The Expositor» Series 4, 8.1, 1893, pp. 1-7, 
reprinted in T. MOMMSEN, Christianity in the Roman Empire. A letter to the editor, in ID., Gesammelte Schreiften, 
Teilband 3, Berlin, Weidmann, pp. 540-545..  
3 See K. A. IVEN, Voice of Nonconformity: William Robertson Nicoll and The British Weekly, Cambridge, James Clark 
& Co, 2011, pp. 50–57 and 269 n. 7; James Hasting (1852–1922) was a United Free Church minister, journal editor and 
biblical scholar who exercised his ministry in Aberdeen, Dundee and rural Kincardineshire; see MCMULLEN 2004 = 
M.D. MCMULLEN, Hastings, James, , «Oxford Dictionary of National Biography», online 
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/33755, 2004. 
4 William Robertson Nicoll (1851–1923) was a Free Church of Scotland minister, journalist and editor from Lumsden 
in Aberdeenshire; see T.H. DARLOW, William Robertson Nicoll: his life and letters, London, Hodder & Stoughton, 
1925, H.C.G. MATTHEW, Nicoll, sir William Robertson, «Oxford Dictionary of National Biography», online: 
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/35236, 2004, and IVEN, Voice of Nonconformity, cit. .  
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From this passage, one can infer that Nicoll had written to Mommsen asking him to contribute 
to a debate in his journal on the relationship between the early Church and the Roman empire. 
However, such topics were rarely debated in the pages of The Expositor whose focus was on 
theological debates (except for a contribution by William Mitchell Ramsay, published in 1891).5 The 
debate seems to be concentrated in the fourth series (1890–1894) and all the papers dealing with the 
subject are linked to Ramsay’s work: an enthusiastic review by W. Sanday of Ramsay’s ‘The Church 
in the Roman Empire before AD 170’ (originally published in 1892) and three articles by Ramsay in 
reply to Sanday and Mommsen, published in three different issues of volume 8.6 As Ramsay noted, 
Mommsen’s article is ‘in some respects his most important utterance on the subject’ and, as far as I 
know, has rarely been considered in later scholarship.7  
A previously unpublished letter conserved in the Sir Duncan Rice Library in Aberdeen can 
shed some light on the background to Mommsen’s contribution to The Expositor.8 The document is 
dated 12th February 1893, placing the composition of the article between February and July 1893 
when it was published in issue 8.1 of the journal. I offer here a transcription of the letter: 
Honoured Sir, 
                                                     
5 WilliamMitchell Ramsay (1851–1939) was an archaeologist and classical scholar, educated at the University of 
Aberdeen and in Oxford, celebrated for his exploration and investigation of Asia Minor; see J.G.C.ANDERSON, Ramsay, 
sir William Mitchell, «Oxford Dictionary of National Biography», revised by P.W. LOCKE online: 
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/35664, 2009. See W. M. RAMSAY, Glycerius the Deacon. The Story of a Heresy, «The 
Expositor» Series 4, 3.5, 1891, pp. 321-344 (re-published and modified at the end of his 1892 volume). 
6 The edition of the book consulted is W. M. RAMSAY, The Church in the Roman Empire before AD 170, Eighth 
Edition, London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1904. See also W. M. RAMSAY, The church and the Empire in the First Century, 
«The Expositor» Series 4 8.1, 1893, pp. 8-21, ID., The church and the Empire in the First Century II. The Pastoral 
Epistles and Tacitus, «The Expositor» Series 4, 8.2, 1893, pp. 110-119, and ID., The church and the Empire in the First 
Century II. The First Epistle Attribute to St. Peter, «The Expositor» Series 4, 8.4, 1893, pp. 282-296; and W. SANDAY, 
Professor Ramsay’s “Church in the Roman Empire”, «The Expositor» Series 4, 7.6, 1893, pp. 401-415, a review whose 
tone is encapsulated in the sentence: ‘Nothing could be more admirable or more strictly scientific than the method he 
pursued.’ (p. 26). I could also mention the controversy over the Galatia of the Acts: see F.H. Chase, The Galatia of the 
Acts: A Criticism of Professor Ramsay’s Theory, «The Expositor» Series 4, 8.6, 1893, pp. 401-419, and W. M. 
RAMSAY, A Reply to Mr. Chase, «The Expositor» Series 4, 9.1, 1894, pp. 43-61, ID., A Reply to Mr. Chase II, «The 
Expositor» Series 4, 9.2, 1894, pp. 137-149, and ID., Epilogue, «The Expositor» Series 4, 9.4, 1894, pp. 288-302. 
7 Hence the decision to reproduce it below. See W. M. RAMSAY, The church and the Empire in the First Century, cit., p. 
8; I only managed to find a few references to the paper in recent scholarship (E.E. ELLIS, The Making of New Testament 
Documents, Boston/Leiden, Brill, 2002, 246; L. H CANFIELD, The Early Persecutions of the Christians, New York, 
Columbia University Press, 2005, p. 476 n. 6; J. STREETER, Introduction: de Ste. Croix on Persecution, in G.E.M. DE 
STE. CROIX, Christian Persecutions, Martyrdom & Orthodoxy, edited by M. Whitby and J. Streeter, New York, OUP, 
2006, p.13  n. 41; J. B. RIVES, The Persecution of Christian and Ideas of Community in the Roman Empire, in Politiche 
religiose nel mondo antico e tardoantico: Poteri e indirizze, forme del controllo, idee e prassi di tolleranza. Atti del 
Convegno internazionale di studi (Firenze, 24-26 settembre 2009), a cura di G. A. CECCONI, C. GABRIELLI, Bari, 
Edipuglia, 2011  2011, p. 205 n. 13. The paper is also cited as item 66 in the bibliography of Mommsen’s writings on 
‘Late Antiquity and Early Christianity’, compiled by  S. REBENICH, Theodor Mommsen und das Verhältnis von alter 
Geschichte und Patristik, in Patristique et Antiquité  tardive en France et en Allemagne de 1870 ä 1930, Influence et 
échanges, Actes du Colloque franco-allemand de Chantilly (25-27 octobre 1991), édité par R. HERZOG, J. FONTAINE, K. 
POLLMAN, Paris, Brepols, 1993, p. 152.  
8 The letter is conserved in the Special Collections Centre, Sir Duncan Rice Library, Aberdeen University (ref. no. MS 
3518/1/1/1), contained in an album which also includes other letters addressed to Sir Nicoll and some autographs.  
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I feel gratefully the honour you do me by requesting a contribution of mine to the Expositor, 
and perhaps it might be possible for me to accede to it, though I must decline to give a | review 
of Professor Ramsay’s new book. Acknowledging its merits, I should then be obliged to 
dissent from him in very important points, and also to give [deletion] publicly a judgement of 
his treatment of his colleagues, especially the sweeping condemnation of German scholarship, 
enhanced by general eulogies; I could the less pass over this, as I personally form an exception. 
It is an unhappy system to introduce into the literary discussion these national impersonalities 
and to lay | on [deletion] poor Germany’s shoulders the errors of Pfleiderer. Now I am in close 
relation with Ramsay and greatly his debtor for epigraphical contribution; I should be very 
unhappy to offend him, and [by] reviewing him it would be difficult not to do so. But if you 
permit me to suppose that you adressed [sic] a question to me regarding the relation of early 
Church to the Roman state, I will try to write a corresponding answer. Mind it is not a promise; 
but if you are agreeable, I shall at least | make an endeavour. As I hate translation in every 
respect, it will be written in English, which you will be good enough to make presentable to 
your public... 
Yours sincerely, 
Mommsen 
Ch(arlottenburg) 12/2 93  
The letter conveys that Mommsen declined Nicoll’s request to write a review of Ramsay’s 
book on the grounds that it would have required him to be too critical of Ramsay’s work (something 
he wanted to avoid). Indeed, the two scholars were on good terms as is also confirmed by a letter of 
recommendation written by Mommsen in support of Ramsay’s request for financial assistance from 
the Asia Minor Fund (in his position as secretary of the fund).9  
Judging from the letter, Mommsen’s main criticism centres on the choice to ‘introduce into 
the literary discussion these national impersonalities’. He refers to Ramsay’s preface to his book, 
dated 23rd January 1893. The passage is interesting: 
If I reach conclusions very different from those of the school of criticism whose 
originators and chief exponents are German, it is not that I differ from their method. 
                                                     
9 The letter is dated 01/02/1884 and is kept in the archives of the Society for the Promotion of Hellenic Studies (London) 
together with other letters related to Ramsay; it is mentioned in a recently developed catalogue of George MacMillan’s 
personal papers, R. DOYLE, The Society for the Promotion of Hellenic Studies Archive of George A. Macmillan's Personal 
Papers, « Archaeological Reports » 56, 2009-2010, p. 208. A scanned version can be found on the SPHS website 
(https://www.hellenicsociety.org.uk/about-us/william-mitchell-ramsay-letters/, last accessed 06/06/2019). 
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I fully accept their principle that the sense of these documents can be ascertained 
only by resolute criticism; but I think that they have often carried out their principle 
badly, and that their criticism often offends against critical method. True criticism 
must be sympathetic; but in investigations into religion, Greek, Roman, and 
Christian alike, there appears to me, if I may venture to say so, to be in many 
German scholars (the greatest excepted) a lack of that instinctive sympathy with 
the life and nature of a people which is essential to the right use of critical 
processes. 
Accusing German scholars of abusing philological methods is quite a different proposition to 
refuting the principles of that methodology. Ramsay clearly attributes the difference in conclusions 
to a lack of sympathy in the spirit of these scholars, even though he makes sure to exclude Mommsen 
from the criticism with the reverential formulation ‘the greatest excepted’. The ‘instinctive sympathy’ 
that Ramsay advocates is nothing but a moderation of the philological method to avoid falling into 
philologism. Mommsen does not fail to note the distinction posed by Ramsay but seems to believe 
that these kinds of approximations and stereotypes should not pollute the scholarly discourse. Use of 
the formulation ‘literary discussion’ is interesting in its own right: the debate he has in mind is not 
the scholarly debate around historiographical reconstructions but interpretation of the books of the 
New Testament as ‘authorities for history’.10 It, therefore, belongs in a ‘literary discussion’ as well 
as in a historiographical one. The peculiar expression ‘national impersonalities’ seems to refer to the 
fact that such generalizing statements about the national character of a population fail to mention by 
name the individual who is the actual target of the polemic. In this sense, the critique can be said to 
be ‘impersonal’ – a misleading and misplaced attitude based on prejudices towards a nation rather 
than critical analysis.11   
 Mommsen, however, seems to share Ramsay’s opinion on some German scholarship. In the 
letter, he attributes a flawed approach to Pfleiderer only. Otto Pfleiderer (1839–1908) was a German 
protestant theologian who lived in England and Scotland, writing the majority of his works in English. 
Ramsay engages with Pfleiderer’s methodology in the section of his book dedicated to ‘Subjects and 
                                                     
10 RAMSAY, The Church in the Roman Empire, cit., p. xvi. 
11 On Mommsen and nationalism, see S. REBENICH, Theodor Mommsen. Eine Biographie, München, Beck, 2002, pp. 
165-193, and the edited volumes A. DEMANDT, A. GOLTZ, H. SCHLANGE-SCHÖNINGEN (Hrsg.), Theodor Mommsen – 
Wissenschaft und Politik im 19. Jahrhundert, Berlin, De Gruyter, 2005. and J. WIESEHÖFER, H. BÖRM, , (Hrsg.) 
Theodor Mommsen. Gelehrter, Politiker und Literat, Franz Steiner, 2005.   
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Methods’.12 He argues for cooperation between the disciplines of theology and ‘classical history’, 
mentioning two German critics, Ferdinand Christian Baur (a Protestant theologian of the Tübingen 
School, 1792–1860) and Pfleiderer. He claims that ‘In several of the modern German critics there has 
been a want of historical sense, and even a failure to grasp the facts of Roman life, which have 
seriously impaired the value of their work in early Church history, in spite of all their learning and 
ability.’ Mommsen is mentioned twice in these four pages of the book in regard to two different 
contributions: the seventh volume of the Ephemeris Epigraphica (1892) and the English translation 
of the Provinces of the Roman Empire (both times as a positive example and an authority against the 
views of Baur and Pfleiderer). Ramsay’s critique of Pfleiderer is harsh and straightforward. He, 
firstly, mentions a passage stressing factual errors, for instance, a supposed province of Asia Minor. 
He then moves to Pfleiderer’s belief that the Epistles of Ignatius are a forgery, calling Pfleiderer’s 
approach a ‘false method… far too common’, pointing out that ‘Not a few writers feel so confident 
in their own particular theory that they condemn as spurious every piece of evidence that disagrees 
with it.’13  
The Expositor article originated from Mommsen’s refusal to offend Ramsay with a review 
and, despite formulating some criticisms, dodges the issue of national traits and stereotypes. 
Mommsen seems to have succeeded in this purpose. Ramsay’s article, following Mommsen’s pieces 
in the same fascicle, stresses agreements over differences, despite addressing points of scholarly 
disagreement. As he introduces the first part of his reply and the points on which he differs from 
Sanday and Mommsen, he pompously (and perhaps erroneously) writes, ‘His paper [scil. 
Mommsen’s] will, I believe, put an end for ever to several of the fallacies against which, widespread 
and popular as they were, I was obliged to argue in detail. Now that Prof. Mommsen has intervened 
and brushed them aside into the dustbin of history without wasting a word upon them, who will be 
bold enough to rake them out again?’ 
  
                                                     
12 See RAMSAY, The Church in the Roman Empire, cit., pp.185–189 (a section entitled ‘Results of Separating Church 
History from Imperial History’). Explicit reference is made to Pfleiderer’s Das Urchristentum: a few lines from p. 656 
are quoted in the footnote on p. 187. 
13 RAMSAY, The Church in the Roman Empire, cit., p. 190.  
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CHRISTIANITY IN THE ROMAN EMPIRE. 
A LETTER TO THE EDITOR. 
 
 DEAR SIR,-  
You have asked my opinion about the relation between the Christian Church and the Roman government of 
the pagan epoch, and especially about the development of the hostility between the two powers-questions 
never out of debate, and recently treated carefully and skilfully by my friend Professor Ramsay in his 
interesting lectures on "the Church and Roman Empire before A.D. 170." I am well aware that neither in 
theory nor in arguments there is much to add by me to what I set forth in my paper "Religions-frevel nach 
riemischem Recht," published two years ago, and agreeing in the main with Ramsay's views. Nevertheless it 
may not be amiss to sum up the case in the sense required by you, and to state some points where I am 
obliged to differ from him. The intense hatred in which the Christians were held in the Roman empire is a 
fact so well established and so well known that it is not necessary to dwell upon it. Tacitus and Suetonius, 
Lucian and Aristides, are there to attest it, and still more fully the shout into which the mob translated their 
invectives: Christianos ad leones. It is a general feeling pervading the whole empire, the aristocracy and the 
populace, Italy alike and the Greek provinces of higher civilization. How early it developed itself is evident 
from the policy of Nero, who sought to avert from himself the fury of the rabble for a great disaster by 
offering up to it these unhappy sectaries. This popular hatred, bitter, universal, lasting-whence did it spring?  
Certainly the Christians, as offspring of the Jews, came in for the same aversion which this race has 
always met with in the whole Occident-an aversion which, though restrained by a higher standard of 
humanity, still to the present day dominates the canaille, titled or not titled. They came in for the ancient 
hatred, but not for the time-honoured position and secular privileges of the followers of Moses. The 
conviction that the Christian conventicles were orgies of lewdness and receptacles of every crime got hold on 
the popular mind with all the terrible vehemence of aversion that resists all argument and heeds not 
refutation. Two of the best Romans, Tacitus excusing the emperor, who condemned the Christians of the 
capital for false crimes by admitting their turpitudes not requiring to be proved, Pliny wondering at finding 
the Christian congregations innocent and moral, give us an idea what their contemporaries of inferior order 
thought of these sectaries.  
But these are only the outworks. It must be acknowledged that the hatred against the Christian was 
better founded and better deserved than the repulsive feeling against the Jew. What I am about to say may be 
commonplace, but it cannot be omitted.  
The political order of the ancient world, and especially of the Roman state, rested on the nationality 
of the religion. He who imagines that the gods of Rome did not survive to the imperial epoch, may as well 
say that the Roman res publica was not restored by Augustus. The spread of doubt and disbelief is, 
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especially in a political view, not sufficient to abolish an established religion; the Roman paganism 
remained, to use Ramsay's (p; 324) words, the keystone of the imperial policy. As the cives Romani of the 
imperial epoch were a different institution from those who conquered Italy, so the Capitoline Jupiter was 
adored in a different way by those who carried the blocks for his temple up the Tarpeian mound, and by 
those who founded imitation capitols throughout the orbis Romanus ; but the national religion was the 
foundation as well of Latin Rome as of the Roma communis omnium patria, the spiritual symbol of the 
political union.  
Now this foundation was sapped, this symbol rejected by the Christians, and by the Christians first 
and alone. The severing of the nationality from the creed, the basing the religion on humanity is the very 
essence of the Christian revolution. The mighty words, " there is no difference between Jew and Greek, 
between slave and freeman," are the political and the social negation of the established order; the Christian 
proselytism, extinct long ago in the Jews, a systematic warfare against it. War too has its laws and its 
outlaws. The Christian " atheism," the negation of the national gods, was, as I have shown elsewhere, the 
contempt of the dii publici populi Romani, in itself high treason, or as the Christians express it (thoughts 
being free, but words not), the mere Christian Name, the "testimony" of such atheism, constitutes a crime in 
the eye of the law. It is practically unwise to carry out this principle to its full consequences; good politics 
must not be too logical. But it has always to be borne in mind that every follower of Scaevola and Labeo 
must have ranged contempt of the public gods among the crimes deserving death, and that it was a sheer 
impossibility in principle for any Roman statesman to accord to those guilty of it even toleration. Christianity 
at this stage may well be compared with republican opinion in a monarchical country. There is nothing 
morally to blame in it; nothing inconsistent with the highest views of patriotism and public duty; 
nevertheless even the most liberal monarchy cannot acknowledge a republican party. Self-defence rules the 
world. As long as imperial Rome continued its stay in the eternal city and maintained the tradition of national 
government, jt regarded the Christian creed rightly as its slayer.  
This general, and in a certain sense lawful, base of the Christian persecutions by the Roman empire 
will, I should think, be admitted generally ; certainly my friend Ramsay enters fully in these views. But the 
question at issue lies less in the principle than in the execution. The wishes of the great majority of the 
Roman public, to see worked out that persecution in full force, we have glanced at; how far the Roman 
government did or did not give way to them? I have stated in my paper that, admitting of course many 
deviations from the rule occasioned by local and individual influences, generally a system of toleration 
prevailed, the government neither risking direct opposition to the popular feeling, nor giving way fully and 
completely to the logical hate or the unruly rage of the opposition party. Ramsay (p. 143) differs from this 
view. "When Mommsen implies that the emperors would gladly have tolerated Christianity, but were 
occasionally forced by popular feeling and popular clamour to depart from their proper policy and persecute 
Christianity, I cannot follow him." In the explanation that follows the author is not so much in variance with 
my statement as it seems here; still, I shall have to defend it.  
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In the first place what I have averred is, I should think, so necessary in itself that special pleading is 
almost superfluous. Warfare against religious or political ideas, however implacable in theory, is not easily 
put in practice. A thoroughbred monarchist, though desirous to hang every republican, if he has the power of 
the gallows, will find some difficulty in using his power. The most certain cure for antisemitism, though 
unhappily not of general application, is to name the "Jew-eater" minister; his humanity will not be the better 
for it, but be cannot but understand the dangers of carrying his ill-will into execution. The same fact must 
have manifested itself in the government of the Roman empire; good rule and policy prevented even those 
magistrates,", who shared the feeling of aversion against the Christians, from giving way to the passion of 
the mob. This must have been the case especially in the government of the epoch treated by Ramsay. There 
never has been a fanatic at the head of the Roman empire. The rulers were not far-sighted nor did they aim at 
reforming their world; they were quite satisfied to let things go on as they had gone before, and to defend the 
actual state of society, ignoring its dangerous under-currents. It is true that Christianity ruined the base of the 
existing society; but thence it does not follow that the statesmen of the epoch made war on it à la russe. 
Enough of cruelty was enacted to justify the complaints uttered in the Apocalypse; but still the strong wishes 
of the enemies of Christianity were not appeased, and on the whole the system of ignoring and of leniency 
dominated.  
Full details alone could enlighten us about the balance held between the two scales, and reliable facts 
are scarce in the rubbish which has been handed down to us under the heading of history of imperial Rome. 
Augustus and Tiberius being out of the question, it is probable that the separation of Jews and Christians by 
the general public, and the rise of animosity against the latter took place under the second dynasty, as Nero's 
measures show it fully developed. The double foundation on which the persecution rested, the general 
contempt of the Roman gods and the belief in special crimes of lewdness and other misdemeanours 
attributed to their conventicles, the nomen Christiani and the flagitia Christianorum, without doubt sprang 
up together. I have already shown, that the first, innate and undeniable, was the necessary consequence of the 
juxtaposition of Christian Church and Roman State; I cannot understand how Ramsay (p. 243 n.), on 
arguments evidently unsolid, attributes this discovery to Vespasian. That practically in the administrative 
treatment of the new sectaries, the special crimes attributed to them were much more urged than their ideal 
disrespect to the Roman divinities, is applicable to every stage of the persecution ; and it is not to be 
wondered at, that in the history of Nero's reign these crimes are dwelt upon, though Suetonius' sober 
statement shows that Nero's government did not confine itself in its measures of repression against the 
Christians to those accused of arson. We may safely assume that they began under Nero partly in defence of 
the public gods, partly against the excesses said (and probably not in all cases unjustly) to reign among them. 
The huge proportions and the cruel features, which this repression assumed in the worst years of this 
reign, form an exception to the general preponderance of toleration or, what comes to the same, of moderate 
persecution, which confirms the rule. This in my opinion continued under the Flavian dynasty. There is, as 
Ramsay himself admits (p. 256), no trace of recrudescence under its first two emperors. If the political 
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dissolution of the Jewish nation and the laying waste of its centre were aimed at the Christians too, as 
Ramsay is inclined to admit, following Bernays, the imperial government must have been extremely ill-
informed on the real state of things ; though the Jews thus lost the base of their social position, the Christians 
were the gainers by it, being freed finally from the national trammels of their origin. Be that as it may, 
Ramsay is wrong in regarding Vespasian as the true originator of the warfare against the Christian creed in 
itself; he was far too practical for such a crusade. Much better does it agree with the sombre but intelligent 
despotism of Domitianus; and the persecution attributed to him I think with Ramsay (p. 259) founded in fact, 
though the few details handed down to us point not so much to the abstract defence of the religion of the 
state as to the repression of Christian proselytism arriving at the ladies in court and the imperial family itself. 
I have nothing more to add. For the reign of Trajan, Hadrian and Pius, Ramsay admits freely, that the 
system of toleration, in the sense determined above, prevailed; the evidence of their letters preserved to us is 
there to attest it. Marcus may have introduced harsher measures, especially the searching for believers in the 
Christian creed, though the tone in which his younger contemporary Tertullian speaks of him prevents us 
from stretching this repression too far. The scanty details known to us may be regarded in either sense, as 
rule or as exception; I pass over them the more readily as here I am happy not to be at variance with my 
friend and epigraphical collaborator.  
Less still I dwell upon the later epoch, to which Ramsay's book does not extend. It shows us the 
Christians increasing in number and influence, combated in literary discussion by pagan writers of high 
standing, and victorious in the end. The great final result of the Roman government, the union of all the 
widely different nations under' it in a uniform body of cives Romani, required, in replacement of their 
different creeds, a religion adapted to the new order of things, to the united empire ; and thus the Christian 
religion became the religion of civilized humanity, the slayer of the Roman religion its substitute and heir. 
But this great event does not enter into the present discussion, nor form a proper part of my already too 
lengthy answer on the question you proposed to me. The details will always remain disputable and disputed; 
but, on the main points, with a little common sense and a little good will, we need not despair of arriving at a 
general understanding.  
TH.  MOMMSEN 
  
